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The Old Testament and its Readers
John F. A. Sawyer
Although	I	am	a	son	of	 the	manse,	 indeed	a	grandson	and	a	great-
grandson	of	the	manse,	brought	up	on	jokes	about	the	prophet	Nahum	
and	Bildad	 the	Shuhite,	 I	 actually	 knew	next	 to	 nothing	 about	 the	
Bible	when	I	came	to	New	College	in	1959	and	even	less	about	the	
Old	Testament.	 So	 I	 begin	my	 tribute	 to	Norman	with	 the	 simple	
acknowledgement	of	the	fact	that	it	was	largely	due	to	him	that	I	became	
an	Alttestamentler. Of course there were other influences. James Barr 

















What is significant about Norman is the kind of thing Robert Frost 
referred to when he said that the ‘three most important things 
in the world are science, religion and – gossip.’ Frost refers to 
the quality of imagination in gossip that ties it to, for example, 
the writing of history. The many stories that Norman loved to 
tell remind us that conversational fragments are immensely 
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revealing about how scholars view themselves and how they 
want others to see them. Norman had a genius for conveying 
that the world of scholarship was about real and interesting 
people. He could, in an anecdote, evoke the quaintness of times 
past as when he recalled how he attended the lectures of a Moral 
Philosopher in Tübingen who told the students that dancing was 
only fit for married couples in their bedroom.
Or he could make a scholarly name in a book come alive by 
telling a minor detail about the person. He recalled how the 
distinguished Old Testament scholar H. Wheeler Robinson 
was very fond of the Green Penguins books. Once, in a railway 
bookstall, Robinson picked up, one after the other, four Green 
Penguins books and told the salesgirl that he had already read 
them. She gave him a dirty look and said, ‘Do you not think you 
should read something more serious?’ One of Norman’s most 
memorable traits was an infectious gleeful response to something 
he really liked. He loved to tell jokes. I recall his one about the 
chimpanzee, with the Bible in one hand and Darwin’s Origin	of	
Species	in the other, saying ‘Am I my keeper’s brother?’
One of my last memories of Norman was his delight when I read 
out to him something David Daube had penned. Each was very 
fond of the other. Daube had been to a conference where the 
priority of Mark’s gospel as the first literary composition among 
the four gospels had been much discussed. After the event Daube 
sent the following rhyme to another New Testament scholar. 
Daube prefaced his rhyme with ‘Why make many words when one 
will do? Why press into service even a single monosyllable if a 
question mark or an exclamation mark expresses your meaning?’ 
Anyhow, here’s ‘In Defence of the Question-mark.’





















Needless to say, Norman had his response. He recalled how 
Victor Hugo had sent a telegram to his Paris publisher with 
but a single question mark by way of enquiring how his latest 
book was selling. The publisher replied by telegram. It, in turn, 
contained but a single exclamation mark.






































very encouraged to find, by the way, that Italian schoolchildren of my 






























scholars like Gustavo Gutierrez, Jon Sobrino and Jose Porfirio Miranda. 
Much	of	that	work	was	subsequently	translated	into	other	European	
languages	and	widely	read.	More	recently	there	have	appeared	volumes	
like	Sugirtharajah’s	Voices from the Margin and	The Bible in Africa by	
Gerald	West	and	Musa	Dube.	
There	are	also	studies	of	the	history	of	reception,	or	Wirkungsgeschichte,	
in	which	 the	 emphasis	 is	 on	 the	 impact	 of	 the	 text	 on	history,	 art,	
literature,	music	and	so	on	down	the	centuries,	rather	than	the	original	




book.	Jeremy	Cohen’s	“Be Fertile and Increase, Fill the Earth and 




Stocker’s	 Judith: Sexual Warrior: Women and Power in Western 
Culture (1998),	 and	Yvonne	Sherwood’s	 study	of	 Jonah	which	has	










Niles, say in the 1950s that when you meet someone for the first time, 
whether	in	Muslim	Africa	or	Buddhist	Tibet	or	pagan	Scotland,	you	
should expect to find Christ there already, you should expect to hear 
his	voice	in	the	language	of	the	people.	In	an	ancient	parallel	to	this,	
early	Christian	commentators,	to	the	embarrassment	of	their	Jewish	
contemporaries, expected to find Christ in the Hebrew Bible, or at any 
rate,	in	its	Greek	and	Latin	versions.	Mediaeval	examples	abound:	in	art	
and	literature	the	woman	with	her	heel	on	the	serpent’s	head	in	Genesis	
3 is identified with the Virgin Mary stamping out sin and the Servant 
of the Lord in Isaiah 40-55 is almost universally identified with Christ. 
And	this	is	not	only	an	ancient	and	mediaeval	phenomenon:	George	
A.	F.	Knight	sought	to	do	the	same	thing	in	books	like	A Christian 
Theology of the Old Testament (1959)	and	Ruth and Jonah: The Gospel 
in the Old Testament	(1966).	




etymology,	 gematria)	were	 used	 to	 achieve	 this.	Modern	 examples	
would	 include	 feminism,	 liberation	 theology,	 postcolonialism	 and	








shape	 the	way	people	 read	 texts.	There	 are	 plenty	 of	 examples	 of	
students	reacting	one	way	or	another	to	their	teachers.	Commentators	
with	 the	 experience	 of	 the	 excitement	 of	 hands-on	 archaeological	
experience	belong	to	another	category,	in	the	case	of	Hebrew	Bible	
commentaries a very large and influential category. 
As	an	example	of	a	slightly	different	kind,	I	would	like	to	mention	
John	Gray	of	Aberdeen,	author	of	many	books	including	Archaeology 
and the Old Testament World	 (1962),	The Canaanites	 (1964),	 and	
commentaries	on	Joshua, Judges and Ruth (1967)	and	I & II Kings	
(1964,	1970,	1977).	All	of	these	are	peppered	with	references	to	the	
languages,	 cultures	 and	 topography	of	modern	Palestine,	where	he	
served	in	the	British	police	force.	One	wonders	whether	decisions	on	






examples of the influence of personal experience on readers of the 
text,	and	the	more	political	presuppositions	just	mentioned.	Thanks	


















































British	 society	 or	 the	 rest	 of	 the	world,	worked	 in	 another.	There	
was	 really	 very	 little	 communication	 between	Biblical	 scholarship	
and	the	rest	of	the	curriculum.	Rabbinic	and	patristic	interpretations	
were	considered	‘late’	and	therefore	inferior	and	not	taken	seriously.	








text. When confronted with a difficult text, I was trained to go first 





















This brings us finally to the question of criteria. On what criteria, if 
any,	 can	we	describe	 some	 interpretations	 as	 correct	 and	others	 as	
wrong?	Till	 now	 the	main	 criterion	 for	most	modern	 scholars	was	
chronological	priority	–	 the	more	ancient	 the	better,	 the	nearer	you	
get	 to	 the	 original,	 the	 nearer	 you	 are	 to	 the	 ‘truth’,	 that	 objective	
goal	 about	which	we	 have	 already	 spoken	 at	 some	 length.	But	 if	
chronological	priority	cannot	be	used,	what	other	criteria	are	there?	
An	alternative	is	the	widespread	hierarchical	assumption	that	‘valid’	








Several scholars working in this field have concluded that it is virtually 














academic or other criteria, reflecting our own hermeneutical stance. 
Furthermore,	we	are	mostly	members	of	an	interpretive	community	




Man Who Shot Liberty Valance, a	famous	John	Ford	Western	made	
in	1962,	starring	John	Wayne,	James	Stewart	and	Lee	Marvin.	When	
a newspaper reporter finds out that what really happened is different 
from	the	legend,	he	says,	‘It	ain’t	news.	This	is	the	West.	When	the	
legend	becomes	the	fact,	print	the	legend.’	This	is	not	the	West	and	
we	 are	 not	 just	 talking	 about	 legends.	As	Daniel	Boyarin	 puts	 it,	
‘the	ground	zero	of	reading,	of	theory	is	how	many	dead	bodies	are	
left	at	the	other	end	of	the	hermeneutical	process,	how	many	spirits	
impoverished and how many filled’. Interpretation of the Bible always 
matters in a way that doesn’t apply to cowboy films. But there is 










saying,	 it	 is	 dedicated	 to	 his	memory	with	 gratitude,	 respect	 and	
affection.	I	would	like	to	end	with	the	following	words	in	his	memory	
sent	me	by	Calum:	Behoshekh-beth-ha’asurim nathan ’or le’ehaw; 
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